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Summary 


Science and discovery centres contribute to the education of young people about science 
and inspire them to take up careers in science, technology, engineering and mathematics. 
They also engage the public with scientific issues and play important roles in their local 
communities. However, there is widespread concern about the future of science centres. 


Many science centres are struggling financially. We agree with the Government’s stance 
that it should not fund failing science centres and note that there is a lack of robust 
evidence that demonstrates how effective science centres are in terms of their core goals. 
We recommend that the Government commission independent research to ascertain the 
effectiveness of science centres. 


In the short term there are a number of science centres that risk closure and the 
Government should take steps to ensure that this does not happen. We recommend that 
the Government make available limited, competitively-awarded, short-term funding to 
support those science centres that are struggling financially. We also recommend that steps 
are taken to reduce the tax burden on science and other educational centres. 


We found the level of co-ordination and collaboration between science centres and 
between science centres and other bodies to be variable. Ecsite-uk is well placed to assess 
models that exist in Scotland and internationally, with a view to implementing structural 
and best practice guidance that promotes co-ordination between science centres across the 
UK. In terms of Government co-ordination, there has been uncertainty about which 
department has responsibility for science centres. We welcome the Minister for Science 
and Innovation’s offer, on behalf of the Department for Innovation, Universities and Skills, 
to take responsibility for science centres, and recommend that this responsibility be 
formally written into the Minister’s portfolio. 
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1 Introduction 





Science and discovery centres 


1. Science and discovery centres provide informal education in all kinds of scientific and 
technological areas: astronomy, cellular biology, chemistry, climatology, ecology, energy 
generation, engineering, innovation, the history of science, marine biology, mathematics, 
medicine, physics and zoology, to name a few. Science centres, discovery centres, 
exploration centres and learning centres make up an extremely diverse group, with the 
common characteristic of the use of interactive exhibits to spark curiosity and to help 
people to understand scientific issues and phenomena.! 


2. The key goals of science centres are: 


a) to inspire young people to study and take up careers in science, technology, engineering 
and mathematics’; 


b) to educate and to enthuse children about science and innovation and contribute to the 
professional development of science teachers’; and 


c) to inform and to engage the public with scientific issues.‘ 


3. Science centres share these aims with many museums, and indeed some museums come 
under the broad banner of ‘science and discovery centres’ (for example, ThinkTank in 
Birmingham) and some science centres are housed within museums (for example, Launch 
Pad at the Science Museum, London). However, science centres as institutions are typically 
differentiated from museums on the grounds that museums house collections and science 
centres do not.° 


4. The concept of interactive exhibits to enthuse and engage young people is not new: there 
has been an interactive children’s gallery at the Science Museum in London since 1931. 
However, the current diversity and popularity is a relatively recent phenomenon. The 
Exploratory in Bristol opened in 1983 and others soon followed: George Green’s Mill & 
Science Centre, Nottingham, in 1985, and Techniquest, Cardiff, and Launch Pad, at the 
Science Museum, London, in 1986. Since then, the science centre concept has expanded 
and centres varying in size and specialism have opened across the United Kingdom. The 
diversity and location of these centres has, on the whole, evolved according to regional 
needs and opportunities, rather than by a centralised strategy. There are currently more 
than 100 science centres in the UK (see Annex A for a list). Their representative body is 
Ecsite-uk, the UK Network of Science Centres and Museums. Ecsite-uk’s purpose is “to 


a Out 
2 ~=Ev 28-29, 37, 72-73, 78-79, 89, 102, 115, 120-121, 131, 144-146, 149, 164-166, 175, 178, 179, 182, 186-187, 195, 200- 
202, 213 


3. - Ev 23, 25-26,38-39, 41-43, 53-54, 67-69, 75-81, 83, 87, 89, 96, 98, 101-105, 109-110, 115, 120-121, 131, 137, 143-145, 
149, 154, 156, 159, 164-166, 168, 176, 179-180, 187, 192-195, 199, 200-203, 207-208, 212-213 


4 Ev 39, 41, 44, 53-54, 67, 73-75, 89-90, 96, 103, 105, 109-110, 115, 116-118, 120-121, 129, 131, 136-139, 143-144,154, 
157, 161-162, 164-166, 178, 180, 182, 186, 187, 195-196, 198, 200-203, 206-207, 213 
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raise the profile of science centres, and to establish their role as a forum for dialogue 
between science specialists and the public and as an informal learning resource for learners 
of all ages”.° It currently has more than 70 members. 


Impetus for the inquiry 


5. There is widespread concern about the funding of science centres. Of the 18 science 
centres that were given large capital grants by the Millennium Commission (known as the 
Millennium centres), two have already closed: The Earth Centre, Doncaster, and Big Idea, 
Ayrshire. Another, At-Bristol, has had to close two of its three attractions and it recently 
made 45 staff redundant.’ In October 2006, we raised the issue of science centres with Lord 
Sainsbury who told us that the Millennium science centres: 


were funded simply with capital by the Millennium Commission, without any 
revenue streams being provided and on some projections for future revenues which 
were extremely optimistic, bordering on fantasy, I think, in many cases. As a result of 
that, there have been a number which simply could not survive. There are others 
which are on the borderline. Because we think that it would be a huge waste of public 
money if these centres were allowed to disappear, we have taken action to try and 
provide them with funding on a transitional basis to get them to a properly funded 
basis; but it is hard work, while they find other sources of finance. ° 


We did not find this reassuring and we considered that an inquiry into science centres 
might be helpful. 


6. Another prompt for this inquiry was the Government's stress on the importance of 
encouraging young people to study and pursue careers in science, technology, engineering 
and mathematics (STEM subjects)’ and of gaining public confidence and engagement in 
science and technology.’® We considered it important to ask whether science centres play a 
role in any of these Government objectives and to explore the implications of this for the 
funding of science centres. 


Our inquiry 


7. On 2 May 2007 we announced an inquiry into science and discovery centres. We invited 
evidence on two broad issues: 


a) the role of science centres in public engagement and attracting young people to science 
subjects and scientific careers; and 


b) the funding available to such centres from central Government, alternative sources of 
funding and ways of supporting the long-term future of science and discovery centres. 


6 www.ecsite-uk.net 
7 Ev 172, 197 


8 Oral evidence taken before the Science and Technology Committee on 18 October 2006, HC (2006-07) 203, 
Q 243 


9 Science and Innovation Investment Framework 2004-2014, HM Treasury, July 2004, p 81 
10 Ibid, p 103 
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8. We received 79 memoranda in response to this call for evidence, and we thank all those 
who contributed to the inquiry in this way. 


9. To explore further some of the issues raised in the written evidence, we held an oral 
evidence session on 11 July 2007. We heard from: 


directors of science centres: Colin Brown, Chief Executive of The Deep, Hull; Alec 
Coles, Director of the Tyne & Wear Museums; Linda Conlon, Chair of Ecsite-uk and 
Director of the Centre for Life, Newcastle; and Phil Winfield, Director of INTECH, 
Winchester; 


people involved in the funding and assessment of science centres: Dr Peter Anderson, a 
museum consultant; Richard Halkett, Executive Director of the Policy and Research 
Unit at NESTA; and Clare Matterson, Director of Medicine, Society and History at the 
Wellcome Trust; and 


Government ministers: The Rt Hon Margaret Hodge MBE MP, Minister of State, 
Department for Culture, Media and Sport; Jim Knight MP, Minister for Schools, 
Department for Children, Schools and Families; and Ian Pearson MP, Minister for 
Science and Innovation, Department for Innovation, Universities and Skills. 


10. The following chapters of this short Report will cover the role and effectiveness of 
science centres, how science centres are co-ordinated and organised, and how they are 


funded. 
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2 Role & effectiveness of science centres 


The role of science centres 


11. There are four connected sectors to which most science centres aim to contribute: 
education, the STEM agenda, public engagement and regional development. 


Education 


12. Science centres are an important part of the informal education sector. Children make 
up a significant part of science centres’ audience and many science centres work very 
closely with schools to make sure that school visits maximise the children’s experience by 
complementing their formal education." Science centres provide an opportunity to 
enhance children’s learning by helping them to see that science is not “simply about 
learning a fixed body of known facts ... [but] that it is also about the processes and skills 
necessary to discover these facts”.’” 


13. Science centres also nurture a wealth of science communication expertise that can be of 
use to the formal education system in other ways. For example, the National Space Centre 
reaches some 40,000 children every year through workshops in schools that are given 
either by a visiting presenter or via videoconference.’ Some science centres (for example, 
Thackray Museum, At-Bristol and Glasgow Science Centre) offer professional 
development opportunities for teachers, by helping them to further their knowledge of 
science and learn new ways to communicate scientific ideas. 


14. Many centres (for example Norfolk Museums and York Museums Trust) also offer 
placements for school and university students to learn about science communication and 
how museums are run.'° Others may provide subject-specific opportunities for graduate 
and postgraduate study; for example, zoos or museums that house historical collections."® 


STEM 


15. The Roberts Review, published in 2002, highlighted the potential problems of having a 
shortfall of people educated in science, technology, engineering and mathematics (the 
STEM subjects).'” It outlined how the UK’s innovation sector depends on STEM-trained 
employees and concluded that promoting STEM subjects to young people was important 
for the future of the UK economy. Science centres are one of a number of institutions that 
can play a role in showcasing science to young people. As Dr Peter Anderson put it in his 


11 For example, Ev 25-26, 37-39, 42, 112-113, 160-161 
12 Ev 148 
13 Ev78 


14 Ev 166-167, 172; Review of the contribution of the Scottish Science Centres Network to formal and informal science 
education, HM Inspectorate of Education, Scottish Government, March 2007, p 6-7 


15: .Ev57;7'96 
16 Ev 155-156, 201 


17 HM Treasury, SET for success: The supply of people with science, technology, engineering and mathematical skills. 
(Report of Sir Gareth Roberts' Review), April 2002 
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submission, science centres have the skills and ability “to develop the full, rich 
programming that would best support the formal education sector and inspire the new 
generation of scientists”.'® 


Public engagement 


16. There is a well documented disconnection between the benefits that science can bring 
to society and the public’s perception of science and scientists.!° Although most people are 
supportive of science,” there is a significant undercurrent of concern about the potential or 
hypothetical dangers that scientific progress poses. Controversy surrounds a number of 
scientific issues, from global warming and renewable energy, to genetic modification and 
stem cell research. The Government is keen to promote public engagement with these 
issues." Science centres provide an excellent resource for public engagement, as was 
outlined by the National Marine Aquarium: 


Science Centres are able to react very quickly to scientific issues of public interest or 
concern. As interpreters of science they are able to provide an accessible and 
palatable approach to some very difficult subjects. Stem Cells, GM crops, MMR 
vaccine question and as far as the NMA is concerned climate change, renewable 
energies, fisheries and pollution are amongst the many topics dealt with on a day-to- 
day basis. The ability to provide up-to-date, reliable and unbiased information on 
such topics is an increasing requirement from the public, the press, media and 
indeed amongst politicians; honesty is paramount as an output for science centres— 
they are places of trust.” 


Regional development 


17. Science centres can additionally play a role in local regeneration and economic 
development. Several of the Millennium centres have been engaged with housing and 
regeneration schemes.” The extent to which science centres can contribute to regeneration 
and the local environment is well illustrated by ThinkTank in Birmingham: 


In the context of Birmingham’s Eastside economic and social regeneration, 
Thinktank has generated a real and substantial market in a relatively short period of 
time against many odds. It was effectively an island site in a sea of demolition and 
construction during the first 3 years of operation in a part of the city outside the 
public’s perception. The presence of Thinktank as a family visitor destination has 
contributed profoundly to the changing perception of Eastside as part of the City of 
Birmingham, as an investment opportunity, as a place to reside and to changing land 
values. Together with the commitment now to City Park and other projects, the 


18 Ev 98 


19 House of Lords, Report of the Select Committee on Science and Technology, Session 1999-2000, Science and Society, 
HL Paper 38 


20 Office of Science and Technology, Department of Trade and Industry, Science in Society: Findings from Qualitative 
and Quantitative Research, March 2005 


21 HM Treasury, Science and Innovation Investment Framework 2004-2014, July 2004, p 103 
22 Ev 186 
23) EV a3 tals5n 199 


10 The Funding of Science and Discovery Centres 


City’s vision for Eastside will be of enormous and lasting public benefit. It is crucial 
to ensure the interests of the family market continue to be properly served through 
an integrated approach to specific projects in the area.” 


Science centres and museums 


18. In terms of their focus on education and the benefit they bring to the local economy, 
science centres share common features with museums. However, museums are different 
from science centres in that they house collections. The Museums Association defines 
museums thus: 


Museums enable people to explore collections for inspiration, learning and 
enjoyment. They are institutions that collect, safeguard and make accessible artefacts 
and specimens, which they hold in trust for society.”° 


If an institution meets this definition, it can apply for Accreditation with the MLA 
(Museums, Libraries and Archives), a Non-Departmental Public Body sponsored by the 
Department for Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS).” The Museum Accreditation Scheme 
is well established and sets nationally agreed standards for UK museums. It places 
collections and the management of collections at the centre of everything that museums 
do, but also stresses the importance of providing the means for visitors to enjoy and learn 
from the collections. Only accredited museums can receive DCMS funding. 


19. Alec Coles, Director of the Tyne and Wear Museums, has suggested that an equivalent 
accreditation scheme for science centres would be beneficial.” Given the diversity of 
science centres, and the fact that some are already accredited museums, it is difficult to see 
how such a scheme could be structured and calibrated. A more practical solution would be 
to alter the existing Accreditation scheme. 


20. We believe that the Museum Accreditation Scheme should be adapted by separating 
out the dual roles that museums play in terms of maintaining collections and in terms 
of the educational and public engagement services that they provide. The funding 
streams could then be separated to match so that museums would receive funding from 
one stream to manage and store collections and receive funding from another for the 
educational and public engagement programmes that they run. A regime of this kind 
would have two key benefits. First it would focus attention on the importance of the 
educational and public engagement roles that museums play. Second, it would open up 
funding streams for those institutions, like science centres, that play a important 
educational and public engagement role in society but do not receive Government 
support because they do not house collections. 


21. We recommend that the Government review the Museum Accreditation Scheme 
with a view to creating a funding stream for educational and public engagement 
programmes to which science centres could apply. 


24 Ev59 

25 www.museumsassociation.org/faq 

26 Accreditation Standard, MLA, September 2004 
27 ~Ev 123, Q 41 [Alec Coles] 
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Monitoring effectiveness 


22. Science centres claim to play an important role in society, but have not, to date, 
convincingly demonstrated that they achieve their goals. Cardiff University, in its 
submission, outlined the current body of evidence and commented that “[there] are very 
few studies of the effect that science [centres] have on students’ career choice”. It went on 
to say that “although science [centres] have put many programs in place that benefit 
society, on the whole, they have not developed the methodology to measure the impact that 
they have at a societal level”.”” 


23. What evidence there is appears to be positive. Cardiff University summarised the 
evidence, which indicates that extracurricular science activities do encourage students to 
study science at school and to pursue careers in science and science teaching. Other 
evidence for effectiveness comes from a review carried out on behalf the of the Wellcome 
Trust. The review, published in July 2006, assessed the impact of five Millennium science 
centres that Wellcome had funded and found that the centres “provide considerable 
resources for their local regions—contributing to local regeneration, supporting formal 
education and acting as regional ‘hubs’ for science based activities”, and that they “offer a 
wealth of knowledge and expertise relating to the wide aspects of public engagement with 
science and science education”. Another source of evidence is the reviews of science 
centres carried out by the Scottish Government’s Inspectorate of Education in 2002 and 
2006. The 2006 report outlines the strengths and weaknesses of each of the Scottish science 
centres and outlines areas of best practice across the sector. It is very positive about the role 
that science centres play in terms of enthusing young people and adults about science and 
in terms of linking with schools to provide professional development for teachers and 
outreach programmes.” 


24. The Government has recently funded Ecsite-uk, the body that represents science 
centres, to conduct a review of the financial viability of science centres. It is expected to 
report its findings by March 2008. The Government’s submission outlines that the scope of 
the review is to: 


a) demonstrate the impact of science centres and the added-value they deliver; 


b) encourage science centres to work more effectively together, and collaboratively with 
museums, SETNET, Science Learning Centres and Science Cities; and 


c) maximise science centres’ future financial viability. 


25. We endorse the Government’s decision to assess the effectiveness of science centres. 
However, the choice of Ecsite-uk to conduct the review is problematic. While we share the 
Minister for Science and Innovation’s expectation that Ecsite-uk will do a professional 
job,*? the review will, irrespective of how well researched and presented it is, run the risk of 


28 Qq 3-14; Ev 71-72, 115, 127, 178, 181-182 
29 + Ev 127 
30 Impact Assessment of Trust-funded Millennium Science Centres, Final Report, CRG Research Ltd, July 2006 


31 HM Inspectorate of Education, Scottish Government, Review of the contribution of the Scottish Science Centres 
Network to formal and informal science education, March 2007 


32 Q92 [lan Pearson] 
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eliciting a sceptical response from some quarters due to the obvious competing interests 
which exist.** We recommend that Ecsite-uk work with independent researchers to 
develop methodologies that ensure that performance indices for science centres are 
measured and collected uniformly and rigorously across the UK, to reduce the risk of 
bias. 


26. Reticence in commissioning research in this area is understandable. Science centres are 
just one of a range of factors that may influence young people to pursue careers in science 
and technology. To assess properly the role that science centres play will require 
multivariable longitudinal studies, which take a long time and can be costly. However, 
difficulty should not be an excuse for inaction. Both the British Association for the 
Advancement of Science and the Royal Society of Edinburgh have argued that independent 
research is needed.* We urge the Government to take a lead and commission 
independent research to assess what role science centres and other factors play in 
encouraging young people to pursue STEM careers and how effectively science centres 
influence public discussion and perception of scientific issues. A number of institutions 
with interests in the promotion of STEM subjects and public engagement might be 
willing to co-fund such a project and we recommend that the Government identify and 
approach likely parties to initiate joint commissioning of research into science centres. 


33. Qq 13-14, 92-93 
34 Ev 72 and 182-182 respectively 
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3 Co-ordination 





Science centres 


27. Co-ordination and collaboration are key in the strategies of science centres. But we 
found evidence that the level of co-ordination between science centres and between science 
centres and other organisations varies by sector and geographically. 


28. Many science centres are co-ordinating particularly well with the education sector. We 
were impressed by the many submissions that outlined the extensive and productive 
relationships that exist between science centres and schools, local authorities, STEMNET (a 
network organisation promoting STEM subjects and careers) and Science Learning 
Centres (which provides continuing professional development opportunities for science 
teachers across the UK). For example, the Eden Project in Cornwall has a well established 
programme of professional development for teachers, and Magna Science Adventure 
Centre in Rotherham provides workshops for the different key stages of the national 
curriculum and follows these up by working with the local education authorities, colleges, 
engineering associations and secondary schools to run design competitions and science 
projects that help to retain the interest of the students that was gained during the 
workshops.* These kinds of close relationships are vital to enable science centres to 
produce programmes that maximise the visit experience and educational benefit for 
children by complementing what is being taught in the classroom, as well as helping 
science teachers to achieve their potential. 


29. Many science centres also maintain close collaborations with scientists and universities. 
It is clear from the work of centres across the sector, from the National Space Centre to the 
Centre for Life,** that science centres have well established and creative relationships with 
experts across all areas of science and technology. We were also pleased to see that these 
relationships work both ways since universities are working with science centres as part of 
their strategies for increased public engagement. Examples include Cardiff University, 
which works particularly closely with Techniquest, and Durham University, which works 
with a number of science centres including the Centre for Life in Newcastle and also with 
the Science Learning Centre North East. *” 


30. We also received evidence of collaboration between science centres although some 
science centres seem more actively engaged in inter-science centre collaborative projects 
than others. Good examples include a collaboration between At-Bristol, Ecsite-uk, Glasgow 
Science Centre, Inspire (Norwich), Magna (Rotherham), National Museums Liverpool, 
Satrosphere (Aberdeen) and W5 (Belfast) that developed and delivered a series of touring 
exhibitions that continue to be hired out to science centres across Europe; and Investigate 
UK, which is a project to develop a set of portable exhibits to tour local schools, run 
between At-Bristol, INTECH, the Porthcurno Telegraph Museum and the Science 
Learning Centres South West and South East. The co-ordinating role that Ecsite-uk plays, 


35 Ev89 
36 See Ev 198 for examples of collaboration between science centres and scientists. 


37. Ev 161-164 and Ev 53 respectively 
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brokering relationships between centres and providing a network of experienced staff, is 
extremely valuable.** 


31. However, both the Wellcome Trust and NESTA called for greater collaboration 
between science centres and between science centres and the formal education sector.” 
These kinds of collaborations, along with other examples of best practice, like sharing staff 
between science centres, are commonplace in Scotland,” where the science centres are co- 
ordinated by the Scottish Science Centres Network, which exists to maximise the benefits 
of the funding that Scottish science centres receive from the Scottish Government. By 
setting a four year strategic plan, co-ordinating joint bids for funding, encouraging 
collaboration between the science centres and conducting quality assessment, the Scottish 
Science Centres Network has enabled Glasgow Science Centre, Our Dynamic Earth 
(Edinburgh), Satrosphere Science Centre (Aberdeen) and Sensation (Dundee) to become 
key parts of the Scottish Science Strategy. 


32. There is widespread support for the Scottish model of co-ordination.*! Science centres 
could particularly benefit from touring exhibitions which would refresh the content of 
science centres and give visitors a reason to visit more than once. We also note that there 
could be more collaboration with the Research Councils, which can provide an additional 
layer of expertise and which may be able to sponsor new exhibitions and programmes.” 
Additionally, industry and commerce, which is a sector that relies on a supply of STEM 
skilled people, is a potential resource that remains underused—and we should look at the 
USA to identify how best to work with that sector. Finally, the regional benefits, both in 
terms of tourism and education, should not be overlooked, with opportunities to work 
with local authorities and Regional Development Agencies.“ 


33. We urge Ecsite-uk, on behalf of the science centre community, to examine co- 
ordination and collaboration mechanisms that exist in Scotland and internationally, 
with a view to implementing structural and best practice guidance that promotes co- 
ordination between science centres across the UK. Practices such as sharing exhibitions 
nationally (according to specialism base) or staff regionally (across a range of centre 
types) would be extremely beneficial. Formal regional co-ordinating bodies, modelled 
on the Scottish Science Centres Network, may be the best way to facilitate this. 


Government 


34. Prior to July 2007, the three Government departments that held responsibility for 
science centres were: 


38 Ev 136-137, 204, 206 

39 Q45, Ev 114-115, 149 

40 Ev 144-145, see also Ev 54, 106, 116-117, 182 

41 Q41 [Phil Winfield], Q 58; Ev 53-55, 101, 116, 117, 182 

42 Ev 100 provides a list of recent collaborations between science centres and Research Councils. 
43 Q47-50 

44 Q51 
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e the Office of Science and Innovation, which sat within the Department of Trade and 
Industry (DTT); 


e the Department for Education and Skills (DfES); and 


e the Department for Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS), which was responsible for 
museums. 


It was under this departmental organisation that our call for evidence went out. We 
received submissions that expressed concern that science centres were falling between the 
inter-departmental cracks and that called for a clarification of how departmental 
responsibility was organised with respect of science centres.** We were concerned by the 


perception that “no one government department is prepared to take responsibility for 
them”.* 


35. On 28 June 2007, the Prime Minister announced a new departmental arrangement. 
The Office of Science and Innovation was taken out of the DTI (which became the 
Department for Business, Enterprise and Regulatory Reform), and its responsibilities 
subsumed by a new department, the Department for Innovation, Universities and Skills 
(DIUS), which also took over the DfES universities and skills portfolio. DfES became the 
Department for Children, Schools and Families (DCSF). DCMS remains as it was. 


36. The June 2007 departmental reorganisation presents an opportunity for defining 
clear lines of responsibility for science centres. We welcome the Minister for Science 
and Innovation’s offer, on behalf of DIUS, to take responsibility for science centres.” 
We recommend that responsibility for science centres be formally written into the 
Minister’s portfolio. However, we recognise that input from DCSF and DCMS is 
necessary and the Minister for Science and Innovation should ensure that decisions and 
assessments are co-ordinated between all three departments. 


45 Ev 64, 72, 105 
46 Ev121 
47 Q88 
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4 Funding 


Funding history 


37. Science centres have been around for 20 years, and for the majority of this time they 
have not received Government support. The single biggest injection of capital to UK 
science centres came when the Millennium Commission awarded over £450 million to 18 
science centres across the UK.* This injection of capital has been followed by three phases 
of further capital funding: 


a) ReDiscover, May 2003: a £33 million fund provided by the Millennium Commission, 
the Wellcome Trust and the Wolfson Foundation. Museums were also able to compete 
for this fund. 


b) Stabilisation Fund, March 2004: £2 million provided over three years to those 
Millennium centres that were suffering from revenue shortfalls. 


c) SCEAG (Science Centre Enrichment Activities Grant scheme), December 2006: £1 
million provided by the then Office of Science and Innovation and the then 
Department for Education and Skills to support science outreach activities in 2007/08. 


These top-up funds are small compared with the £320 million of revenue funding that 
DCMS provides to museums annually.” While some science centres benefit from this 
museum payment, because they reside within museums or fall under the definition of 
museums, most do not. 


38. We have been told that science centres are rarely able to generate more that 70-80% of 
their operating costs through commercial activity, namely ticket sales, café and canteen 
revenue, gift shop income, renting of space for functions and various kinds of 
sponsorship.” Science centres have had to be entrepreneurial and imaginative to secure 
funding and stay afloat—their continued existence is a testament to the hard work and 
ingenuity of the people who work in the sector. Lack of revenue is particularly problematic 
for those centres that have large overheads. The Millennium centres are mostly big and 
impressive buildings, which accordingly carry significant energy and maintenance costs.” 
Linda Conlon, Chair of Ecsite-uk and Director of the Centre for Life in Newcastle, told us 
that many of these centres were built upon unrealistic business plans,” and, in particular, 
expectations of improbably high numbers of visitors.*? This led Lord Sainsbury to 


48 Science Centres, POSTnote 143, Parliamentary Office of Science and Technology, July 2000, Box 1. The 18 centres 
were: The Big Idea, Ayrshire; At-Bristol; The Deep, Hull; The Earth Centre, Doncaster; The Eden Project, Cornwall; 
Glasgow Science Centre; INTECH 2000, Hampshire; The International Centre for Life, Newcastle; Island 2000, Isle of 
Wight; Magna, Rotherham; Making It!, Mansfield; Millennium Point, Birmingham; Millennium Seed Bank, Sussex; 
National Botanic Garden of Wales; National Space Science Centre, Leicester; The Odyssey, Belfast; Our Dynamic 
Earth, Edinburgh; and Sensation, Dundee. 


49 Ev 197 

50 Q 27-29; Ev 72, 98 
Si O29 

52 Q27;,Ev 26 

53.) Qe 
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characterise revenue projections of the Millennium centres as “fantasy”;*4 and his concern 
appears to have been borne out by the financial position of the majority of the Millennium 
centres today.*° The Eden Project is the exception to the rule. 


Funding options 


39. There are a number of funding options available that could assist the continued 
existence and excellence of science centres across the UK. These are, broadly, revenue 


funding, capital funding and tax breaks. 


Revenue funding 


40. The most common appeal in evidence to us was for long-term revenue funding. There 
are two reasons for this. First, revenue short-fall is the most common problem for science 
centres.*° Plugging the revenue gap would engender a stability that would also enable 
science centres to plan further ahead, and allow them to refresh their exhibits periodically. 
Second, according to Colin Johnson, the founding Chair of Ecsite-uk, within the UK it is 
the norm that science centres receive some Government support—England is the 
exception.”” The Scottish Government supports its science centres with a variety of revenue 
assistance and capital funds; the “Techniquest group’ of centres receive annual revenue 
funding from the National Assembly for Wales, against agreed criteria and performance 
reviews; and W5 receives ‘deficit funding’ from the Northern Ireland Assembly.* Further 
afield, in Europe the Flemish and Portuguese governments have committed to the long- 
term future of science centres; China has embarked on a major science centre building 
programme; and India and the USA have well-developed science centre networks that are 
supported in part by public funds.” 


41. The Government's position on the long-term funding of science centres is very clear: 
“the Government has always been of the view that it is not going to provide continuing 
subsidies for unviable science centres”. On the Millennium centres, it explained that 
“funding for these science centres was provided on the understanding that the science 
centres would be self-financing within three years”. °' Finally, it concluded that “it is for the 
science and discovery centres themselves to establish whether and how they can be 
commercially viable”. The Minister for Science and Innovation told us that “Science 
centres are clearly commercial organisations. They took the decision to establish 
themselves. They do not exist as a matter of Government strategy and policy.”® He did not 


54 Oral evidence taken before the Science and Technology Committee on 18 October 2006, HC (2006-07) 203, Q 243 
55, .Q 27-29 


56 Ev 23-24, 37, 40-41, 48, 54, 59, 68, 81-82, 89, 105, 108-109, 115, 120-122, 133, 167-168, 171-174, 180-181, 196-197, 
202, 211 


57 Ev 53-54, 105 
58) SEV 105 

59 FEV 56 

60 Ev 19 

61 Ev20 

62° -Evi2i 

63 Q90 
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accept that science centres will never be self-sustaining “because some of them are already 
very successful ventures”. However, he also suggested that “they are independent 
organisations, but they need to be part of the picture about how we promote UK science”.® 


42. We agree with the Government’s assessment that continued support of unviable 
science centres would not be sensible. However, we disagree with the assertion that because 
some science centres are commercially successful that they all can be commercially 
successful. The sheer diversity of science centres, in terms of size, subject and location, 
makes such a generalisation unviable, and goes against expert opinion, for example from 
Dr Peter Anderson, that most science centres can never be successful commercial 
ventures.” In Chapter 2 we laid out the likely importance of the role that science centres 
play in society, but noted that there is a lack of evidence that science centres deliver on their 
potential. We agree that a Government commitment to long-term revenue support for 
science centres should not be made unless independent evidence of effectiveness is 
obtained. If independent research, which we hope the Government will commission as 
a matter of priority, does confirm that science centres make a positive contribution to 
science education, the promotion of STEM careers and public engagement, then we 
expect the Government to review its policy on long-term funding for science centres 
along similar lines to museums and galleries. We recognise that there may be an issue 
in whether the differential admission prices between museums and science centres act 
against Government policy of encouraging early engagement of pupils in STEM 
subjects and we recommend that this be part of the review. 


Capital funding 


43. The next most common appeal was for capital funding to enable science centres to 
refresh their exhibits and attractions.” This would open up increased audience numbers 
because new exhibits bring in repeat customers. Another suggestion we received was for 
medium-term (3-5 years) funding for targeted programmes.® There are precedents for 
both kinds of capital funding. The Scottish Government offers its science centres a mix of 
capital and revenue funding. In the USA a range of funding types are available through city 
or state funds, and there are numerous funds for specific programmes from many federal 
government offices, like the National Science Foundation, the National Institute for Health 
and the Department of Education.” 


44. It is vital that existing science centres do not disappear before the results of research 
on their effectiveness is forthcoming. Therefore, we recommend that the Government 
make available limited, competitively-awarded, short-term funding to support those 
science centres that are struggling financially. Criteria for selection should be devised in 
consultation with the science centre community, including funders and other partners, 
and should be clearly set out by the Government. 


64 Q91 

65 Q90 

66 Q 27-29; Ev 72, 98 

67 Ev 40-41, 45, 72, 122, 124, 146, 172, 199-200 
68 Ev 41, 45, 142, 178, 211 

69 Q53 
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Tax breaks 


45. We heard from Colin Brown, Chief Executive of The Deep, Hull’s Millennium science 
centre, who, rather than capital or revenue funding, “would like the Government to stop 
taking as much money as it does away”.” There are a number of ways that the Government 
can offer tax breaks that would improve the financial situation for science centres across 
the UK. 


VAT 


46. The Millennium centres were built using considerable capital funds. In such a situation, 
VAT rules demand that institutions either pay VAT on the construction or on the lifetime 
of the operations. Centres like The Deep, for example, which would have had a 
construction VAT bill of around £10 million, elected not to pay VAT on construction and 
instead pay VAT on operations. They pay 17.5% VAT on admissions fees, for example, and 
the net annual VAT bill is around £350,000 per year.” 


47. VAT rates are set nationally, but must adhere to the EU’s common system of VAT, 
which is stipulated in Directive 2006/112/EC.” We note that Article 98 of the directive 
allows for Member States to apply a reduced rate of tax, no lower than 5%, on supplies of 
goods or services in the categories set out in Annex III, which includes museums and 
similar cultural facilities. Therefore, one option would be for the Government to reduce the 
rate of VAT on admission fees to science centres. This would provide valuable financial 
assistance while maintaining and encouraging the kind of entrepreneurship that is 
associated with UK science centres. 


48. We recommend that the Government give serious consideration to a reduced rate of 
VAT of 5% on admission fees to science and other educational centres, as permitted 
under Article 98 of the EU Council Directive 2006/112/EC, subject to independent 
research verifying the effectiveness of science centres in achieving Government policy 
objectives (see paragraph 42 above). 


Gift Aid 

49. The current Gift Aid regulations are beneficial to science centres. However, the 
reduction in the basic rate of income tax from 6 April 2008 will be costly. The Deep, for 
example, will lose approximately £50,000 a year in Gift Aid benefit.”* We understand that 


this issue has been raised with HM Treasury by representatives of the charity sector and 
trust that their views have been considered fully. 


70 Q39 
Ja) EV'27 
72 Council Directive 2006/112/EC of 28 November 2006 on the common system of value added tax, Annex Ill, item 7 
73 ~Ev28 
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Business Rates 


50. Charities get a mandatory 80% relief on business rates, which comes out of the central 
Government budget, but this can be topped up to 100% at the discretion of the billing 
authority and at the expense of the local tax payers.”* Non-profit making institutions that 
are not charities can also receive business rates relief of up to 100%, although the 
proportion borne by the local tax payer is slightly higher at 25%. 


51. There is a case to be made that science centres contribute considerably to the local 
community, not only economically, but also in terms of providing educational services.” It 
is therefore reasonable to expect the local community to contribute to tax relief for science 
centres. However, not all local authorities top up the business rates relief.” We urge all 
local authorities to offer 100% business rates relief to science centres. 


Funding diversity 


52. It would be argued that society would benefit from increased financial security for 
science centres. The science centre community needs resources to be able to continue 
innovating, so that school children and the general public can benefit from exciting, 
engaging and informative experiences.” During oral evidence, we discussed the financial 
insecurity of science centres and a range of funding options.”* We have concluded that the 
surest way to promote financial security for science centres is to ensure that their funding 
base is diverse. 


53. Science centres should continue to focus on securing their financial stability 
through diverse income streams. These should include local income (ticket and shop 
sales), local support (local councils and RDAs), corporate sponsorship (including 
industry involvement), charitable donations (through Wellcome, NESTA etc.), grants 
(from the EU), and central Government support. Ecsite-uk has a key role to play in 
identifying best practice and helping to ensure that individual science centres do not 
have to reinvent the wheel. 


74 www.local.communities.gov.uk 
75 Ev 43-45, 53-56, 134-35 

76 Ev27 

77 Ev 105, 118-119 

78 Q27-59 
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5 Conclusion 


54. During this short inquiry, we have been impressed by the range of subjects tackled by 
science centres, their commitment to education and public engagement and the role that 
they play in their local communities. The financial struggles that science centres have faced 
and continue to face are equalled only by the unrelenting enthusiasm of the members of 
the science centre community. We believe that they deserve continued support from the 
Government, Local Authorities, Regional Development Agencies, the education sector, the 
charity sector and the business sector. We hope that the Government will take a lead in 
developing further these close ties with the science centre community so that the science 
centre sector can continue to evolve and develop in the future. 
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Conclusions and recommendations 


Science centres and museums 


Li 


We believe that the Museum Accreditation Scheme should be adapted by separating 
out the dual roles that museums play in terms of maintaining collections and in 
terms of the educational and public engagement services that they provide. The 
funding streams could then be separated to match so that museums would receive 
funding from one stream to manage and store collections and receive funding from 
another for the educational and public engagement programmes that they run. A 
regime of this kind would have two key benefits. First it would focus attention on the 
importance of the educational and public engagement roles that museums play. 
Second, it would open up funding streams for those institutions, like science centres, 
that play a important educational and public engagement role in society but do not 
receive Government support because they do not house collections. (Paragraph 20) 


We recommend that the Government review the Museum Accreditation Scheme 
with a view to creating a funding stream for educational and public engagement 
programmes to which science centres could apply. (Paragraph 21) 


Monitoring effectiveness 


a 


We recommend that Ecsite-uk work with independent researchers to develop 
methodologies that ensure that performance indices for science centres are measured 
and collected uniformly and rigorously across the UK, to reduce the risk of bias. 
(Paragraph 25) 


We urge the Government to take a lead and commission independent research to 
assess what role science centres and other factors play in encouraging young people 
to pursue STEM careers and how effectively science centres influence public 
discussion and perception of scientific issues. A number of institutions with interests 
in the promotion of STEM subjects and public engagement might be willing to co- 
fund such a project and we recommend that the Government identify and approach 
likely parties to initiate joint commissioning of research into science centres. 
(Paragraph 26) 


Co-ordination 


<F 


We urge Ecsite-uk, on behalf of the science centre community, to examine co- 
ordination and collaboration mechanisms that exist in Scotland and internationally, 
with a view to implementing structural and best practice guidance that promotes co- 
ordination between science centres across the UK. Practices such as sharing 
exhibitions nationally (according to specialism base) or staff regionally (across a 
range of centre types) would be extremely beneficial. Formal regional co-ordinating 
bodies, modelled on the Scottish Science Centres Network, may be the best way to 
facilitate this. (Paragraph 33) 
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The June 2007 departmental reorganisation presents an opportunity for defining 
clear lines of responsibility for science centres. We welcome the Minister for Science 
and Innovation’s offer, on behalf of DIUS, to take responsibility for science centres. 


We recommend that responsibility for science centres be formally written into the 
Minister’s portfolio. However, we recognise that input from DCSF and DCMS is 
necessary and the Minister for Science and Innovation should ensure that decisions 
and assessments are co-ordinated between all three departments. (Paragraph 36) 


Funding options 


8. 


10. 


11. 


We agree that a Government commitment to long-term revenue support for science 
centres should not be made unless independent evidence of effectiveness is obtained. 
If independent research, which we hope the Government will commission as a 
matter of priority, does confirm that science centres make a positive contribution to 
science education, the promotion of STEM careers and public engagement, then we 
expect the Government to review its policy on long-term funding for science centres 
along similar lines to museums and galleries. We recognise that there may be an 
issue in whether the differential admission prices between museums and science 
centres act against Government policy of encouraging early engagement of pupils in 
STEM subjects and we recommend that this be part of the review. (Paragraph 42) 


It is vital that existing science centres do not disappear before the results of research 
on their effectiveness is forthcoming. Therefore, we recommend that the 
Government make available limited, competitively-awarded, short-term funding to 
support those science centres that are struggling financially. Criteria for selection 
should be devised in consultation with the science centre community, including 
funders and other partners, and should be clearly set out by the Government. 
(Paragraph 44) 


We recommend that the Government give serious consideration to a reduced rate of 
VAT of 5% on admission fees to science and other educational centres, as permitted 
under Article 98 of the EU Council Directive 2006/112/EC, subject to independent 
research verifying the effectiveness of science centres in achieving Government 
policy objectives (see paragraph 42 above). (Paragraph 48) 


We urge all local authorities to offer 100% business rates relief to science centres. 
(Paragraph 51) 


Funding diversity 


12. 


Science centres should continue to focus on securing their financial stability through 
diverse income streams. These should include local income (ticket and shop sales), 
local support (local councils and RDAs), corporate sponsorship (including industry 
involvement), charitable donations (through Wellcome, NESTA etc.), grants (from 
the EU), and central Government support. Ecsite-uk has a key role to play in 
identifying best practice and helping to ensure that individual science centres do not 
have to reinvent the wheel. (Paragraph 53) 
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Annex A 


The following table contains a list of science centres, with summaries of what they do, the 
themes that they cover, some basic information about them, including their size, when they 
opened and their web addresses, and whether they received Millennium Commission 
funding and whether they are a members of Ecsite-uk. The information was taken mainly 
from Ecsite-uk’s website: www.ecsite-uk.net. 
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44 The Funding of Science and Discovery Centres 


Formal minutes 


Tuesday 9 October 2007 
Members present: 


Mr Phil Willis, in the Chair 


Adam Afriyie Dr Brian Iddon 

Mrs Nadine Dorries Chris Mole 

Linda Gilroy Graham Stringer 

Dr Evan Harris Dr Desmond Turner 


The Committee considered this matter. 


Draft Report (The Funding of Science and Discovery Centres), proposed by the Chairman, 
brought up and read. 


Ordered, That the Chairman’s draft Report be read a second time, paragraph by paragraph. 
Paragraphs 1 to 54 read and agreed to. 

Summary read and agreed to. 

Annex read and agreed to. 


Resolved, That the Report be the Eleventh Report of the Committee to the House. 


Ordered, That the Appendices to the Minutes of Evidence taken before the Committee 
be reported to the House. 


Ordered, That the Chairman make the Report to the House. 


Ordered, That embargoed copies of the Report be made available, in accordance with the 
provisions of Standing Order No. 134. 


Written evidence reported and ordered to be published on 11 July 2007 was ordered to 
be reported to the House for printing with the Report. 


[Adjourned till Wednesday 10 October at 9.00am 
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Witnesses 


Wednesday 11 July 2007 


Ms Linda Conlon, Chair, Ecsite-uk, Director, Centre for Life, Mr Colin Brown, 
Chief Executive, The Deep, Mr Phil Winfield, Director, INTECH, and Mr Alec 
Coles, Director, Tyne & Wear Museums. 


Ms Clare Matterson, Director of Medicine, Society and History, the Wellcome 
Trust, Mr Richard Halkett, Executive Director, Policy & Research Unit, NESTA, 
Dr Peter Anderson, Museum Consultant. 


Jim Knight MP, Minister of State for Schools and 14-19 Learners, Department for 
Children, Schools-and Families, lan Pearson MP, Minister of State for Science & 
Innovation, Department for Innovation, Universities and Skills, and Rt Hon 
Margaret Hodge MBE MP, Minister of State, Department for Culture, Media and 
Sport. 


Page 
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List of written evidence 


1 Department of Trade & Industry, Department for Education & Skills and 


Department for Culture Media & Sport Ev 19 
2 West of England Aerospace Forum Ev 21 
3 National Maritime Museum Ev 22 
4 The Deep Millennium Project Ev 25 
5 East Midlands Development Agency Ev 28 
6 Advantage West Midlands Ev 36 
7 V&A Museum of Childhood Ev 32 
8 Stephen Pizzey, Founder and Director of Science Projects Ltd Ev 34 
9 INTECH Science & Discovery Centre Ev 37 
10 One NorthEast Ev 41 
11. SEARCH-Hampshire County Council Museums and Archives Service's Hands-on 

Centre, Gosport Ev 42 
12 Eden Project Ev 43 
13. Making It! Discovery Centre Ev 46 
14 National Museums Northern Ireland and W5 Ev 47 
15 University of Durham, submitted by Professor Christopher F Higgins Ev 53 
16 Glasgow Science Centre Ev 53 
17. Norfolk Museums and Archaeology Service, Department of Natural History Ev 56 
18 Thinktank Trust Ev 57 
19 GlaxoSmithKline Ev 62 
20 Institute of Physics Ev 66 
21 Centre of the Cell Ev 67 
22 ‘Field Studies Council Ev 70 
23 _—siBBrritish Association for the Advancement of Science Ev 71 
24 London Development Agency Ev 72 
25 Snibston Discovery Park Ev 73 
26 National Space Centre Ev 77 
27 South West Environmental Parks Ev 84 
28 Magna Science Adventure Centre Ev 88 
29 ~=Consortium of Zoos, Wildlife & nature sites and Aquaria (CZWA) Ev 89 
30 ___—siBBrritish and Irish Association of Zoos and Aquariums Ev 92 
31. Astronomer Royal for Scotland, University of Glasgow Ev 94 
32 York Museums Trust Ev 95 
33. + Dr Peter Anderson, Museum Consultant Ev.3/ 
34 Research Councils UK Ev 99 
35 _—_—Ironbridge Gorge Museum Trust Ev 101 
36 Colin H Johnson OBE Ev 103 
37. ~—- Chief Scientific Adviser of the Scottish Executive Ev 106 
38 John Durant, MIT Museum Ev 108 
39 Catalyst Science Discovery Centre Ev 109 
40 Wellcome Trust Ev 114 
41 Dundee Science Centre Ev 118 
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75 
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77 
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79 
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The Oxford Trust 

Tyne and Wear Museums 

Cardiff University, School of Engineering 

John SF Walker FSA, Chief Executive, York Archaeological Trust 
South West of England Regional Development Agency 
Our Dynamic Earth 

Birmingham City Council 

British Antarctic Survey 

Museum of Science and Industry in Manchester 
National Stone Centre 

Scottish Science Centres Network Scottish Science Centres Network 
Royal Society 

NESTA 

Eureka! Museum for Children 

Zoological Society of London 

Observatory Science Centre 

Cardiff University 

Thackray Museum 

Museums Libraries and Archives Council 
At-Bristol 

North of England Zoological Society 

Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh 

National Museum of Science and Industry 
SEEDA 

Royal Society of Edinburgh 

Jodrell Bank Observatory 

National Marine Aquarium 

Peter Mcilwraith, Chairman, At-Bristol 
Jonathan Osborne, Kings College, London 
Merseytravel 

National Museum Wales 

Ecsite-uk 

Natural History Museum 

Nature's World 

TechniQuest 

Centre for Life 

Yorkshire Forward 

Bolton Technical Innovation Centre 
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List of Reports from the Committee during 
the current Parliament 


The reference number of the Government's response to each Report is printed in brackets 
after the HC printing number. 


Session 2006-07 


First Report Work of the Committee in 2005-06 HC 202 

Second Report Human Enhancement Technologies in Sport HC 67-1 (Cm 7088) 

Third Report The Cooksey Review HC 204 (HC 978) 

Fourth Report Research Council Institutes HC 68-I (HC 979) 

Fifth Report Government Proposals for the Regulation of Hybrid HC 272-I (Cm 7139) 
and Chimera Embryos 

Sixth Report Office of Science and Innovation: Scrutiny Report HC 203 (HC 635) 
2005 and 2006 

Seventh Report 2007: A Space Policy HC 66-I 

Eighth Report Chairman of the Medical Research Council: HC 476 
Introductory Hearing 

Ninth Report International Policies and Activities of the Research HC 472-1 
Councils 

Tenth Report Investigating the Oceans HC 470-I 

First Special Report Scientific Advice, Risk and Evidence Based Policy HC 307 


Making: Government Response to the Committee’s 
Seventh Report of Session 2005-06 


Session 2005-06 


First Report Meeting UK Energy and Climate Needs: The Role of HC 578-1 (HC 1036) 
Carbon Capture and Storage 

Second Report Strategic Science Provision in English Universities: A HC 1011 (HC 1382) 
Follow-up 

Third Report Research Council Support for Knowledge Transfer HC 995-1 (HC 1653) 

Fourth Report Watching the Directives: Scientific Advice on the EU HC 1030 (HC 1654) 
Physical Agents (Electromagnetic Fields) Directive 

Fifth Report Drug classification: making a hash of it? HC 1031 (Cm 6941) 

Sixth Report Identity Card Technologies: Scientific Advice, Risk and 


Evidence HC 1032 (Cm 6942) 
Seventh Report Scientific Advice, Risk and Evidence Based Policy Making HC 900-1 


First Special Report Forensic Science on Trial: Government Response to the HC 427 
Committee’s Seventh Report of Session 2004-05 


Second Special Strategic Science Provision in English Universities: HC 428 
Report Government Response to the Committee’s Eighth Report 
of Session 2004-05 


Printed in the United Kingdom by The Stationery Office Limited 
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